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often due to the exponential growth of technology. The 
pace of change has been increasing. Doing the same job 
the same way is unsustainable over a 40-year career, let 
alone a five-year period.

Technology, process improvement and automation, 
and globalization have all changed the workplace dra-
matically, from new competitors to new markets to new 
products and services as well as an increase in diversity 
within companies, suppliers, and customers. Most signif-
icantly, companies are driving the need for us to contin-
ually upgrade our skills and knowledge as they compete 
in a more global, technologically intense business envi-
ronment with an emphasis on frictionless service and 
faster delivery times. In today’s environment, we need to 
take the advice of Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella: “Don’t be 
a know-it-all; be a learn-it-all.”

Whose Responsibility?
Looking to others to take responsibility for your career 
growth is looking for help in all the wrong places. 
Regardless of whether your organization provides 
resources and opportunities, it is what you do that 
matters.

Charlie Tremendous Jones, an author and motiva-
tional speaker, said “You will be the same person in five 
years as you are today except for the people you meet 
and the books you read.” Add to this the courses you 
take and the credentials you earn. You need to take 
action—no one else can do that for you. If the world is 
changing and you stand still, you will continually drop 
further behind. You need to actively keep learning just 
to stay in the same spot.

One way to keep learning is by earning and maintain-
ing a professional certification.

WHAT IS A PROFESSIONAL 
CERTIFICATION?

Professional certification is a type of credentialing that 
provides an independent assessment of the knowl-
edge, skills, or competencies required for competent 
performance of an occupational or professional role. 
Professional certification is intended to measure or 
enhance continued competence through recertification 
or renewal requirements.

Credentialing is a process whereby a third party with 
authoritative power establishes qualifications that assess 
a professional’s ability to meet predetermined and stan-
dardized criteria. Holding a credential is evidence that 
demonstrates an individual’s competency and capability 

The right certification can change your life. 
Professional certifications help people gain 
and validate skills and competencies that 
make them better at what they do, which 

makes their work more enjoyable and rewarding, shows 
itself in engagement, is often rewarded financially, 
improves their families, and gives them more 
opportunity. Certifications also help employees be more 
productive workers, benefiting the companies they 
work for and improving the overall economy, which 
enhances the lives of people all around the world.

Certifications are more than a form of education. I’ve 
seen these connections play out during the past quar-
ter century and have earned five certifications, each 
one targeted to an important facet of my career when I 
earned them. For more than a decade, I’ve been respon-
sible for the certification prep materials for three pro-
fessional certifications and an instructor development 
program with hundreds of teaching professionals.

In this issue of TD at Work, I will help you understand 
what professional certifications are, how they are dif-
ferent from other types of credentialing and education 
programs, and how you can find the right one for you. 
Some examples will come from the Association for Talent 
Development’s certifications and certificate programs, 
but I’ll look at other programs, too. Further, I’ll cover:
• how your company can benefit by having other pro-

fessionals with certifications on the payroll. 
• how you can be instrumental in helping other 

employees raise their level of skills 
• how to help your organization improve its productiv-

ity and achieve corporate goals fast 
• why HR, quality and supply chain employees, project 

managers, IT, and other professionals can benefit 
from professional certifications.

MANAGE YOUR CAREER

As talent development professionals, we work hard to 
help others—our clients or those within our companies— 
develop themselves professionally. Yet, too often, we’re 
good at creating professional plans and learning oppor-
tunities for others but don’t take the time to create 
those plans and opportunities for ourselves.

Why do you need to engage in your own professional 
development? At a high level, you will want to retain and 
develop marketable skills—skills that employees and cli-
ents value and that, in an ideal world, are professionally 
and personally fulfilling.

Talent development professionals are also challenged 
by a rapidly changing, dynamic business environment, 
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Along the same lines, many talent development pro-
fessionals (myself included) came to the profession via a 
path other than straight from college. If the undergrad-
uate degree gets you in the door when you are looking 
for a job, what will get you the job and keep you there? 
The answer: convincing a company that you can bring it 
value, that you know how to do the job, or that you have 
great potential to learn how to do the job quickly.

If you don’t have much experience, the right certifi-
cation tells an employer that you’ve mastered the body 
of knowledge around the competencies of the job—
and if the particular certificate assesses that you know 
how to apply that knowledge within the job—and care 
enough about your career to make the time to earn the 
certification.

Licensure
In the United States and Canada, licensing—sometimes 
referred to as registration—is typically required by a 
state or provincial government or by law to protect the 
public’s health, safety, and welfare by restricting a pro-
fession’s practice to individuals who possess the knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities to do so safely and competently. 
Practicing the profession without the required license is 
illegal and could result in civil or criminal charges.

Licensure often requires specialized training, a rele- 
vant academic degree, and passing an exam. 

in a given field. It also establishes to the community that 
the person is competent and properly trained to carry 
out his responsibilities.

Three common types of individual, professional cre-
dentials are licensure, professional certification, and 
endorsement. All three give successful candidates the 
right to add postnominal acronyms—letters that repre-
sent the credential after their names—to identify their 
credentials. As I review these three types of credentials 
and how they differ, I will also discuss two additional 
categories: an assessment-based certificate (ABC) 
program and a certificate program, which are some-
times associated with professional certifications. Each 
of these programs can be valuable for specific career 
objectives. 

Many individuals who already have an undergraduate 
degree may wonder why they should pursue a profes-
sional certificate. A degree, as important as it is, does not 
guarantee a future employer that you know how to apply 
this knowledge on the job. For example, medical students 
are not sent out into the profession after earning their 
bachelor’s degrees. They must complete additional years 
of medical school, clinical rotations, an internship, and 
medical residency. And then they must obtain a license 
to practice medicine. The undergraduate education was a 
prerequisite, but the practical experience prepared them 
to become a licensed physician.

Adapting to Change

Your profession and the workplace will continue to change, and that requires you to adapt and change with it. 
Consider this example.

In the early 1990s, I was teaching a certification exam prep course for a major life sciences corporation. During 
a break, I spoke with an older employee about his experiences at the company. When he started in the late 1960s, 
his job title was computer. Every Monday morning, he was responsible for manually reviewing the forecast and all 
of the sales orders for the coming week, checking the corresponding material requirements from the bill of mate-
rials needed to complete those orders, and checking available inventory and all of the open purchase orders to 
determine whether there would be enough raw materials and components to fulfill the sales orders. It would take 
him the entire week to go through all this information for one product line and determine any additional material 
requirements, which he would then communicate to the purchasing department. The next week, he started the 
process again. Other individuals with the same title determined material requirements for different product lines.

In the 1970s, the company bought a new computer system and implemented material resource planning 
software—an early ancestor of today’s enterprise resource planning software that many companies use to run 
their business. This software now did the same tasks as the employee but in less than a day. This man’s job title 
changed from computer to planner, and he learned how to work with the computer and took over multiple prod-
uct lines and additional responsibilities. The computer now augmented his work and made him incredibly more 
productive. His former role was gone forever and he had to adapt and learn new knowledge to be successful.
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most certification candidates to wrap their minds around, 
because it is likely different from how they have experi-
enced educational testing up to this point. 

Endorsement
An endorsement is a credential awarded through suc-
cessful completion of a proctored exam that recognizes 
an additional skill obtained because of a specific training 
or education program. Like a professional certification, it 
is a nongovernment, voluntary qualification that assesses 
knowledge and skills acquired through training or educa-
tion and testing on mastery of specific learning outcomes.

The process of creating endorsement exams is similar 
to that of certification exams but with a narrower focus 
than that of a certification exam. In some cases, endorse-
ments are an add-on to a certification or license. For 
example, in education, a license may be required to teach, 
but an endorsement would be in the area in which you 
choose to teach. Endorsements do not require mainte-
nance, and a postnominal acronym is often awarded.

Assessment-Based Certificate Programs
An ABC program is a nongovernment, voluntary pro-
gram that assesses mastery of specific knowledge and 
learning outcomes after a training or education pro-
gram. An ABC program does not require maintenance, 
and successful participants will receive a certificate but 
not postnominal acronyms. They may, however, receive 
some type of recognition. The appeal of an ABC pro-
gram is that it has the potential to quantifiably validate 
the knowledge and skills the participants acquired dur-
ing the training.

Certificate Program
A certificate program is a voluntary educational program 
that isn’t required for an individual practice in a pro-
fession but is designed for participants to acquire new 
knowledge, skills, or competencies tied to specific learn-
ing outcomes. The program results in a certificate that 
recognizes attendance and participation at the learning 
event or program. Exams are optional and are delivered 
via an unproctored method. Certificate programs do 
not require maintenance and award a certificate, but no 
postnominal acronyms or recognitions are awarded.

Recertification
Once you’ve earned a professional certification, how do 
you keep your knowledge of the profession fresh and 

Post nominal acronyms are awarded for successful exam 
completion, and professionals are required to maintain 
their licenses.

Professional Certification
Professional certifications are developed by nonprofit 
professional associations based on rigorous investiga-
tion of the competencies specific professionals need 
and the tasks they perform. The purpose is to validate 
the participant’s competency to a standardized body of 
knowledge. There is no legal requirement for a pro-
fessional to earn the certification to practice in the 
profession and no regulatory oversight. Professional 
certifications are a nongovernmental, voluntary employ-
ment qualifications. 

Certifications often require some education or 
experience as prerequisites to taking a certification 
exam, but certifications do not require the candidate to 
take a specific course or use certain exam preparation 
materials to be eligible to take the exam. Candidates 
are free to prepare—or not—for a certification exam in 
any way they choose. 

Competency is tested through psychometrically vali-
dated exams; this means a psychometrician (a statisti-
cian who specializes in assessment exams) and subject 
matter experts review each test question to determine 
that they are appropriate. Postnominal acronyms are 
awarded for successful exam completion, and certifica-
tions do require maintenance.

Although not required for participants, most pro-
fessional associations offer exam preparation materials 
and classes. In most certification programs, the associa-
tion has different entities preparing the exams and the 
courseware, and neither entity reviews the other’s work. 
Both look to the content outline prepared for that certi-
fication. The certification exam doesn’t test the course-
ware, and the courseware doesn’t teach to the exam. This 
is one of the most fundamental and difficult concepts for 

The purpose of a certification 
is to validate the participant’s 
competency to a standardized 
body of knowledge.
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